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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 

This story is a Hanukkah gift for the fabulous Summerlovesqueen, and is dedicated to her and to Coldlikedeath, 
the other fan of the Neil/Geddy pairing! It takes place in the summer of 1969. I\'m hoping to post one chapter 
a day for the next eight days, so keep your fingers crossed! 


Lakeside Park, Port Dalhousie, Ontario 
Early June, 1969 


"Step right up, catch a bubble, a prize every time!" Neil shouted, with more enthusiasm (he hoped) than he 
actually felt. He looked up and down the boardwalk. Despite the jostling crowds, no one seemed that interested 
in plucking a plastic bubble out of a trough of questionably clean water to win a cheap trinket. 


He regretted taking the job again this year. Sure, it had been fun when he was fourteen, and tolerable when he 
was fifteen, but this year it seemed kind of stupid and babyish. He'd been feeling restless -- tired of school, 
tired of St. Catherines and Port Dalhousie, and very, very tired of Lakeside Park. He was bored, but he couldn't 
think of anything better to do, either, so here he was. At least he could repay his father for the loan he'd 


given him for his drum kit, with a little left over for gas money if he was frugal. 


"Catch a bubble, win a prize! Get a prize every time, all for just one thin dime!" He hated that particular spiel. 
It was so corny, but Mr. Petersen, his boss, thought it was a real knee-slapper. He scanned the crowds again. 
This time, his eyes fell upon a couple of unfamiliar faces. That was unusual. It wasn't that he knew everyone in 
town (it wasn't that much of a Podunk), but even this early in the season he could usually recognize nearly 


everyone that passed in front of his booth, even if he didn't know their name. 

Grateful for the novelty, he watched the newcomers. They were two boys, one about his age and the other 
slightly younger. From their strong resemblance to each other, he guessed they were probably brothers. They 
were both skinny and pale, with prominent ears and large noses that made them stand out from the generally 
WASP-y population of Port Dalhousie. They were dressed more city-like as well. Both wore glasses and had 
dark hair, although the older of the two was shaggier and less well-groomed than the younger, as if he were 
trying to look like a hippie or a rockstar. Neil ran his hands through his own longish hair, one of the many 
things that had caused the bullies to pay him unwanted attention at Winston Churchill Secondary. 


He didn't mean to eavesdrop, but he was so bored The two boys seemed to be having some sort of an 
argument. The younger one was whining and lightly shoving his brother. 


"C'mon, Ged, give me some money!" 

"| did, | gave you a dollar, and you already spent it on stupid crap." 

"But Mama gave you three dollars." 

"Yeah, and | get two of them, because l'm older." 

"That's not fair! You stink! | can't wait until we go home. A whole summer without you, that'll be great!" 
lm not staying here! Mama just said that because she was mad! She won't make me stay." 


“That's not what she told Tante Esther. | heard her thank her for letting you stay with them until it was time 
to go back to school." 


"She wouldn't do that to me.. She'll change her mind." The older boy was flushed now, and his voice was 
shaking. 


The younger boy looked sheepish, as if he'd upset his brother more than he'd intended. He glanced over at Neil. 
Neil tried to look away, but apparently the kid was just looking for a distraction and hadn't noticed him staring. 
"Hey, Ged, lets go over there! Maybe we can get change, and we can split the extra dollar!" He started yanking 
on his brother's t-shirt. The older boy rolled his eyes but followed along. 


They stood in front of Neil, the older boy blushing madly. The younger boy elbowed him in the side. 


"C'mon, Ged, ask him." 
"You do it" 
"Don't be weird. You're the one who has the money.” 


Eyes firmly trained on the trough and floating bubbles, the boy named ‘Ged’ spoke so quietly Neil had to strain 


to hear him. "Uh, can we, uh, get change for a dollar?" He bit his lower lip. 


Neil sighed. There was a policy against giving change. "Well, I'm not supposed to unless you play --" He was 


about to add "but I'll do it this once," when he was interrupted by the younger boy. 
"C'mon, Ged, play the stupid game, give him the money already!" 
"No, Allan!" His voice was much stronger when he was talking to his brother. "I'm not wasting it on this junk" 


That got Neil's goat. Yes, the game was stupid, and yes, the prizes were junk, but he didn't need a couple city 
snobs saying it to his face. There was no way he was going to give them change now. "I'm sorry, but that's 
the rules. You play, | give you change. Otherwise, beat it" 


The younger boy glared at the older one, until finally the older boy sighed and gave in. "Here," he muttered, 
sliding the dollar coin toward Neil and pulling his hand back quickly, as if he were afraid their fingertips would 
touch. Neil dug out ninety cents' change and placed it on the counter. The younger boy snatched up the change 
and stuck it in his pocket, but his brother didn't seem to notice. 


"There you go, now you pick a bubble." 
"Do | have to?" 


"Yeah, you do. Otherwise the tallies won't add up and I'll get fired” Actually, he didn't have to (Mr. Petersen 
wouldn't be upset about having more profit than he'd expected), but the guy was pissing him off and he felt 


like giving him a hard time. 


Still blushing a vivid fire-engine red, the boy plucked a bubble out of the water and opened it, fished a little 
packet out of the inside and stowed it in his pocket, then handed the bubble back to Neil, all without raising his 
eyes from the trough. He murmured a sound that could have been "thanks" and turned and started walking 
away, motioning for his brother to join him. They didn't get far, as they were impeded by a slow-moving pack 


of park-goers, so Neil could hear their conversation. 
"Well?" asked the younger boy. 


"Well, what?" 


"Well, what did you get?" 

The older boy retrieved the packet from his pocket and opened it. Neil recognized it immediately as one of a 
gross of cheap tin Zodiac sign keychains they'd gotten in stock recently. The boy dangled it from his bony 
finger as he showed it to his brother. In profile, Neil could see him raise a wry eyebrow. 

"Virgo. Great." 

"Yeah, it's perfect for you!" 

"What do you mean? It's not even my sign!" 

‘Maybe not astrologically, but The Virgin? Sure sounds like youl" The younger boy cracked up as his brother 


punched him in the arm. The flock of cyclists passed, and the two boys were swallowed into the rest of the 
crowd. Some people, thought Neil. He cleared his throat and resumed his patter. 


Chapter 2 


A week or so later, with school finally out for the summer, Neil found himself walking down the main drag of 
St. Catherines, wandering and enjoying his freedom with no particular destination in mind. As he strolled, a 


vaguely familiar voice caught his ear, and he stopped to listen 


It was someone at a pay phone. The city had recently gone and replaced the phone booths with little open 
fiberglass shelters. The rumor around school had been that they took away the old, glassed-in models because 
they caught a bunch of kids hot-boxing marijuana in them. Neil didn't know if he believed that, though, 
especially since he was supposedly one of the kids that was caught doing it. He figured he'd remember 
something like that. The kids at his school were so stupid. Anyway, the point was that it was much easier to 
overhear whatever conversations people were having now, especially if the person talking raised his or her 


voice, which happened to be the case. 

"I hate it! | don't know anyone here, and the house is weird, and it smells weird, and Tante Esther and Feter 
Chaim only let me watch the news and | have to go to bed at nine and I'm not allowed to practice!" The voice, 
which came from a thin, shaggy-haired fellow, was strained and cracking. 

"No, please, Mama, please let me come home! I'll be good! I'll get all ‘A's, I'll --" The person on the other end 
must have hung up, since the guy on the phone hung up the receiver, his head drooping as he let out a sob. 


Still not quite sure where he knew the kid from and wanting to help, Neil tapped him on the shoulder. 


The kid turned around, wide-eyed and swiping away tears from behind thick lenses. It dawned on Neil: it was 


the older brother from the park 
"Hey, buddy, you okay?" 


The kid gaped at him for a moment, then turned crimson and examined his sneakers. "Yeahyeah|'mfinetharks," 


he mumbled, then took off at a brisk clip down the sidewalk Neil trailed behind him. 

"Are you sure you're all right? You seem upset" The kid nodded and continued walking. 

Neil wasn't the most outgoing guy in his class. In fact, he was more likely to sit in the back of the room and 
read rather than socialize with the other teens. But his parents had raised him never to turn his back on 


someone in need, and the kid really seemed to need someone to talk to. 


"You're new in town, aren't you? My name's Neil" Neil stuck his hand out, but the new kid ignored it and sped 
up. Neil matched his pace. He was getting annoyed again. 


"Hey! Hey! I'm talking to you!" 


The kid stopped and turned toward him, beet red with fierce, desperate eyes. "| don't care! | don't want to know 


youl Just leave me the fuck alone, will you?" he shouted, then turned back around and set off at a dead run, 


leaving Neil standing, befuddled, behind him. 


He next saw the boy a few days later. He'd gone to the library, hoping to find something to occupy his free 
time, maybe some Samuel Delaney or Ursula LeGuin. He'd been disappointed to see that they hadn't added 
anything notable to the science fiction/fantasy collection since the last time he'd checked, so he poked around 
the general fiction section for a while. He finally settled on The Fountainhead He'd been meaning to read it, and 
it was nice and thick, so it would probably keep him busy for a while. 


He hefted the heavy hardcover and made his way to the circulation desk. When he got there, there was a bit 
of a line, unusual for a weekday morning. He groaned internally when he saw the cause for the delay. That kid 
again. Where had he come from, and why was he suddenly everywhere? 


The kid was standing up at the desk, and even from the back Neil could see that his ears were bright red. He 
was fiddling with the librarians name plate. Mrs. MacCloskey looked exasperated, 


"Young man, you're going to have to speak up!" 


Neil couldn't hear what the boy said in response, but Mrs. MacCloskey apparently had. "I'm sorry, but the 
rules are the rules. If you don't have any identification or proof of your address, | can't issue you a library 


card." 


The boy mumbled something else inaudible, then skittered out of the library. Neil made it to the front of the 

line a few minutes later and checked out his book. As he did, he noticed the book that the boy had been trying 
to take out, a collected volume of the Lord of the Rings saga. He smiled a little. It was one of his favorites. He 

swung open the heavy oak front door of the library, and when he did, he saw a familiar figure huddled on the 
stone steps. 


Misery radiated off of the boy. He was sitting with his knees drawn up to his chest, arms crossed on top of 
them, head buried in his arms. He was wearing dress pants, a tie, and a button-down dress shirt that seemed 
several sizes too big for him. Even though he thought the kid was kind of a jerk, Neil decided to give talking to 
him one final try. Someone who liked Tolkien couldn't be all bad He sat down next to him. The kid slowly raised 
his head and looked over at him, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight. 


‘Oh, its you." Neil was impressed; it was the first indication the kid had given that he noticed anyone besides 
himself. And he hadn't even tried to run away! 


"Yeah, hey, you all right? You don't look too happy. 


The kid sighed and stared down at his feet. His voice was again quiet and breathy. Neil had to strain to hear 
him over the sounds of traffic. "Yeah, I'm okay. | just wanted to get out a book, but she wouldn't let me." 


"I know, | saw! Lord of the Rings, right? It's one of my favorites." 


"Mine too. I've read it lots of times." 
"Then why were you trying to take it out of the library?" 


The kid blushed and examined his thumbnail. "I dunno, | just -- wanted to read it again. | can't get a card, 


though." 

An idea occurred to Neil. "Well, you know.. | have a copy. You could borrow mine. It's not all in one book, but | 
can loan you Fellowship, and then when you're done with that, | can lend you Two Towers, and then Return of 
the King" 

The kid looked over at Neil, surprised. "You'd do that for me?" 

"Surel Its good to meet someone else who likes Tolkien. Most of the kids around here aren't readers." 

The boy smiled for the first time since Neil had seen him around town, revealing a pronounced gap between 
the top incisors. It was a nice smile. "Yeah, at home the only kids who read Tolkien are pretending to be hippies. 
| don't think they even really read it, though. They just carry it around and talk about how ‘cosmic’ the elves 


are." He rolled his eyes. 


Neil laughed. Maybe this kid was okay after all. He put out his hand to the boy for a second time. "lm Neil, by 
the way." 


The kid gripped his hand shyly, shook it, then quickly let it go. "I'm Geddy." He looked at a wristwatch concealed 
under the too-long sleeve of his shirt. "Oh, no, I'd better go. My uncle will be expecting me back." 


"Okay. Hey, you can come over and get the book whenever. You know where Robert Street is?" 
"No, lm not, uh, from here. | really don't know where anything is’ 

"Hmmm. Well, | work on the boardwalk down at the park." 

"Yeah, | know, | remember you from the other day 

"Oh! Okay, well, | have to work there tonight. Do you think you could find your way there?" 

"| think so” 


"All right, I'm working from five to nine. I'll be there pretty much the whole time, and I'll bring the book. Swing 
on by if you want." 


"I will, thanks." Geddy stood and started down the stairs, then stopped and turned back to face Neil, eyes still 


cast downward. "And, uh, l'm sorry | was mean to you before. | was having a bad day." 
"No problem. I'll see you tonight" 
"Okay, see you tonight” 


Neil watched the slender boy hurry down the street, and smiled. For the first time in a long time, he'd made a 


new friend. 


Chapter Three 


Neil stifled a yawn and stretched his back. It was drawing to the end of another boring evening manning the 
booth. He'd been a little busier than he'd been before school let out, but most of his customers were jam- 


smeared kids with their sticky little hands. Not much conversation to be had there. 


Geddy hadn't come to get the book from him, and he had to admit that he was kind of disappointed. He 
supposed it was hardly surprising, seeing as how he was the squirreliest person Neil had ever met, but he had 
still kind of hoped that he'd show. He didn't have a lot of friends, so it would have been nice to have someone 


to talk to, even if that someone was a nervous wreck. 


He had just begun straightening things out for the night when he saw a quick movement out of the corner of 
his eye. He stopped and stood still, listening. He heard a quiet cough come from behind the corner of the booth. 


"Hello? Is someone there?" He was creeped out. It wasn't like Lakeside Park was a hotbed of crime, but he did 
have a fair amount of money with him in the booth, and it wouldn't be overly difficult for someone to rob 


him. "Hello? | know you're there, so whoever you are, you'd better come on out.” 


A moment later, there was a rustling sound and Geddy's sheepish face poked around the corner of the booth. 
Neil was so relieved, he broke out in laugher. 


"Ha ha ho ho ho.. What're.. What're you doing hiding back there?" 
Geddy looked ashamed, as usual. "I'm sorry, | didn't want to bother you.. Sorry.. I'll go." 


"No, no, don't go, stay! You can help me get everything straightened up." Neil held open the hatch on the 
counter that allowed him to get inside. 


Geddy smiled a little. "Okay." Without saying another word, he came through the hatch and started taking the 
plastic bubbles out of the water, wiping them dry, and putting them in a box, as Neil had been doing. The two 
worked in silence for a while, then Neil spoke. 

"So, d'you find the place okay?" 

"Yeah... | got lost a few times, but | figured it out" 

"Good. You weren't standing there long, were you?" 


"No, not too long." 


They finished up with the bubbles, then Neil counted up the money and locked it into a bank bag. Reaching 
under the counter, he picked up the book and handed it to Geday. 


"Here you go." 


Geddy smiled bashfully as he took it from Neil's hands. He cradled it as if it were something precious, and Neil 
knew at that moment that he'd found a kindred spirit. 


"Thanks." 

"Don't mention it. How'd you get here? You drive?" 

"No. | don't know how to drive. | walked." 

"Really? From where?" 

"My aunt and uncle live off of Vine Street 

"Wow, that's all the way on the other side of town. Do you want a ride home?" 

"Well. If it's no trouble." 

"Nah, no trouble at all. Let me drop off this money at the park office, then we can go." 

"Okay." 

Neil took one last look around, then, satisfied that everything was done, motioned to Geddy to follow him out of 
the booth. Once they were both outside, he locked the hatch and started off for the office, Geddy trailing 
along just behind him. As they went, they passed by other kids closing their booths up for the night, cleaning 
deep fryers, wiping down the carousel, and doing all the little jobs that earned them their spending money. Neil 
nodded and waved to a few of them, but it was weird.. He already felt more of a connection to the strange, 
quiet boy from out-of-town than he did to the people he'd gone to school with for most of his life. They got 
to a low cinderblock building. Neil knocked on the rusting steel door. 

"Yeah?" barked a gruff voice from inside. 

The door responded with a grating squeak as Neil forced it open. Inside was a grim, fluorescent-lit room with a 
dented metal desk and file cabinet situated toward one end of the linoleum-tiled floor. Behind the desk sat Mr. 
Petersen, gaunt and yellow-toothed with cadaverous grey skin, dressed in a stained undershirt and puffing 
away on an incredibly stinky cigar. 

"Here's the receipts for the night, Mr. Petersen" 


Petersen grunted and took the pouch from Neil. "Who the fuck's that?" 


Neil turned around to see Geddy standing behind him, pale and wide-eyed, 


"Oh, that's my friend Geddy. He helped me close up tonight" 
"Hope he doesn't expect to get paid for it" 

Geddy shook his head violently, but didn't speak. 

"No, sir, he doesn't I'm just giving him a ride home, that's all” 


Another grunt and they were dismissed. Neil noticed that Geddy walked a bit closer to him as they left the 
park office. 


"So, yeah, thats my charming boss." 

"He's. I'm sure he's very nice." 

Neil laughed. "No, he's not. He's an asshole. And creepy to boot. We're all pretty sure that he died a few 
decades ago, but no one told him yet." Geddy giggled, a sound that made Neil feel unreasonably proud of his 


little joke. 


The pair got to the parking lot. Neil's beat-up Ford was there, along with the vehicles of the other kids who 
worked down at the Park. 


"Well, here we go. It's not pretty, but it runs." 
"Thank you for giving me a ride home." 


"You're very welcome. Hold on a second, the door latch on your side is broken I'll have to open it from the 


inside." 


Neil got into the car and quickly cleared off the passenger seat of its contents -- a six-pack of Coca-Cola, a 
pack of cigarettes, a lighter, and two beat-up paperbacks. It wasn't that he was a slob, he just rarely had a 
passenger in his car, so it made sense to use it for storage for all the things he needed on his break. When 
he'd made a spot for his new buddy to sit, he leaned over and opened the door. 


Geddy slid into the car and shyly smiled at Neil before looking away. "Thanks," he breathed. 
"Really, it's no problem. Smoke?" He offered Geddy the pack of cigarettes and a lighter. Geddy accepted one, lit 
it and leaned back against the seat. Neil took one and lit it as well. "I didn't realize you'd have to walk the whole 


way here. | could have dropped off the book for you, if I'd known." 


‘Its okay. | wanted to get out anyway. | need to figure out where things are." 


Neil put the car in gear and headed out into traffic. "So, you're new in town, right? What brings you here?" 


Geddy's face flickered with a brief twist of pain, and Neil regretted bringing it up. Smooth move, Peart, he 
thought. Geddy chewed on his thumbnail, then spoke, his voice just the tiniest bit shaky. 


"l, uh, Im from Toronto, but l'm spending the summer with my Aunt and Uncle. Well, Great-Aunt and Great- 


Uncle." 

"Oh, that's nice, | guess." 

Geddy was quiet for a moment. "Not really. They're -- They're nice people, | suppose, but they don't have any 
kids and they don't like teenagers. | think they're kind of scared of me, to be honest with you. They keep looking 


at me like I'm a dope fiend or something." 


"Why do they want you to stay with them, then?" He felt like he was prying, but the ball was already rolling, 
so he figured he might as well follow it the rest of the way downhill 


"They're doing it as a favor to my mom. |, uh, had some trouble in school this year. I'm actually supposed to 


be in summer school right now." 


Neil felt a twinge of disappointment. He knew it was snobby, but intelligence was very important to him. He 
didn't like to think that maybe his new friend wasn't all that intellectual. 


"What kind of trouble?" 


Geddy sighed. "Well, it's not that | couldn't do the work or didn't understand it. | just.. | didn't go very much, 
that's all." 


"How come?" 


"The kids at my school are assholes," he mumbled. "I got tired of getting beat up all the time, | guess. So | 
stopped going." Geddy turned his face away and stared out the window. 


Neil felt his heart break a little. "Hey, man, | know how you feel. The kids at my school are assholes, too. I'd 
skip all the time, too, if | had the balls to do it" He patted Geddy on the shoulder, and Geddy turned his head 


toward him with a grateful smile. 

"Yeah, so like | was saying, | was supposed to be in summer school, but my mother thinks that my friends are 
a bad influence, so she talked my principal into letting me get work-study credit for helping my uncle out at his 
office and she shipped me off" 


"What does he do?" 


"He's a chartered accountant." 
"Is that what you want to be, then? An accountant?" 


"Hell, no!" Geddy exclaimed. It was the most animated Neil had ever seen him. "No, I'm gonna be a musician, no 


matter what she thinks!" 

Neil was delighted. "Oh, hey, you're a musician? What do you play?" 

"Bass, mostly. | mean, | can play guitar, but I'm not very good at it. And, uh," he blushed, "And | sing, too." 

Neil smiled to himself at the thought of the bashful young man standing on stage and belting it out like that 
Robert Plant guy. He hoped that he had a powerful mic, or else no one would be able to hear him. "Cool! | play 
drums. Maybe we can jam sometime." 

Geddy smiled again. “I'd like that: His smile dropped. "My best friend is in this band called The Projection. | think 
that maybe he was going to ask me to join it, but then my mom had to go mess everything up and send me 
to this shitty little town." He seemed to realize what he'd said just after he'd said it, and the tips of his large 
ears glowed a brilliant red. "Oh, God, I'm so sorry.. It's a nice town, really it is, | just don't want to be here." 
Neil snickered "Join the club. | don't want to be here either." 

"Where do you want to go?" 

‘lm hoping to make it to England someday. Keith Moon is kind of a hero of mine." 

"Really?" 

"Yeah, what's so hard to believe about that?" 


e's JUST SO wild, and all, a ou seem reaily nice and normal. 
"He's just so wild, and all, and y lly d normal." 


"Oh, thanks, | think.. Its that | want to play more like him, not so much that | want to throw televisions out of 


hotel room windows and stuff." 
"Oh, okay." Geddy seemed relieved. "You can drop me off here on this corner, if you want." 


"Are you sure?" Neil pulled over to the curb in front of a chiropractic clinic. They weren't in a residential 


neighborhood. "I can take you right to their house." 


"Yeah" Geddy looked embarrassed. "My aunt and uncle don't know | went out. | had to sneak out the guest 


room window. | don't want them to hear the car door." 


"Wow, you snuck out? | hope you don't get in trouble." 


Geddy shrugged, then gave a wry grin. "What'll they do? Send me home?" Then he waved, turned, and headed 
down the darkened sidewalk. Neil watched the cherry of his cigarette grow smaller. He felt a little guilty, but 
he hoped that Geddy wouldn't get sent home any time soon. 


Chapter Four 


Neil and Geddy saw a lot of each other over the next few weeks. Geddy was able to sneak out almost every 
night, and when he did, he walked all the way across town to go hang out at the Pick-A-Bubble booth and talk 
to Neil. Then, once the booth closed, Neil would drive Geddy back home. 


They talked about all sorts of things -- music, fantasy literature, wacky comedy television shows, their plans 
for the future, their lives. He found out that Geddy had lost his father when he was young, that he was the 
middle child and felt overshadowed by his brother and sister, and that he was lonely a lot of the time. He 
talked about his best friend, Alex, and how much fun they had together. Apparently, he and Alex were all but 
inseparable. One of the reasons he hated school so much was that he hadn't been able to go to the same 
school as Alex had. He was pretty attached to him, it would seem. 


That was the only dark cloud in the blue sky of his friendship with Geddy. For some reason, all the Alex talk 
made him grumpy. It was almost like he was jealous, but that didn't make any sense. Why would he be jealous 


of Alex? Geddy could have all the friends he wanted. How could it possibly matter? 


For his part, Neil told Geddy all about his life in St. Catherines. He told him about how he'd never fit in -- he'd 
always been smarter than the other kids in his class, and things had only gotten worse when he'd skipped two 
grades just before junior high. Now he was younger than his classmates, so he couldn't relate to them, but 
the kids his own age all seemed so stupid and immature. Besides, no matter what grade they were in, the 
other kids all thought him a freak who skated on his ankles. The past few years hadn't been pleasant ones. It 
was so good to finally have a friend. 


Geddy had come to visit him, as usual, and was leaning on the trough containing the water and the bubbles. He 


picked at a hangnail and made a face. 

"Ugh!" 

Neil turned his attention from the pile of trinkets he was sorting into small, medium, and large prizes. Geddy 
had seemed like he was beginning to ease into his stay in St. Catherines, so Neil was surprised that he seemed 
so irritable and antsy. 

"Yeah? What's eating you?" 

"lm so sick of this boring town" 

"Oh, l'm so sorry you're bored" Neil could hear the sarcasm dripping from his own voice, but the remark 
stung. He knew that St. Catherines could be dull, but he'd kind of thought their friendship made up for it. Geddy 


seemed to pick up on his pique, and to regret causing it. He was always so considerate. 


"Gosh, I'm sorry, Neil. lm just feeling upset, that's all” 


Try as he might, Neil couldn't stay annoyed at the gentle young man. "Ahhh, that's okay. What's the problem?" 
"Oh, I'm missing out on something back home...” 

"Well, what is it?" 

"Okay, have you heard about this new movie coming out? Easy Rider?" 

"Is that the one with the motorcycles and the drugs?" 


"Yeah. Well, its opening tonight, and me and my friends were going to go to the midnight show. Now | guess 
they're all going to go without me." He kicked at the dirt floor with his sneaker and looked crushed. 


Neil sighed. He hated to see Geddy so miserable. "Why don't we go here in town?" 


Geddy shook his head. "It's not opening here, Neil. It's not even opening in Willowdale. We were going to go to 
this artsy theatre downtown" 


An idea formed in Neil's mind. "Well, why don't we go there, then?" 
"Whatcha mean?" 


"I have a car, don't |? You already had to sneak out to come see me, so it's not going to make much of a 
difference if you stay out later. If you can give me some gas money, we can hit the road right after | close 
up, and we'll be there in plenty of time." 


Geddy's eyes were bright and wide. "For real? You don't mind?" 
"No, of course not! I've been wanting to meet these friends of yours, anyhow." 


Geddy let out a peep of excitement and did a little dance. "Neil, you're the best!" Then it was Neil's turn to 
blush. He had a funny feeling in his stomach. That had been happening a lot lately. He wondered if maybe he 


had eaten something he shouldn't have. 


The rest of the evening passed by quickly. Geddy was cheerier than Neil had ever seen him. It kind of hurt 
that he was so excited to see his other friends, but then again, he was thrilled that he was able to make him 
happy. The park closed, he and Geddy put the bubbles away and dropped the take off at the office, and they 
hit the road. 


As they drove, Geddy chattered endlessly about who would be there (Alex, obviously, and some guys named 
John and Lindy, and their assorted girlfriends, sisters, and so on), and what they were like, and all the funny 


things that they'd done or said. Neil only half-listened, instead concentrating on navigating the ever increasing 


flow of traffic as they neared the city. After merely suffering a dozen nervous breakdowns, he found a 
parking spot not far from the theater, parked the car, got out and followed Geddy down the sidewalk 


Neil was feeling nervous. He was jittery about meeting Geddy's friends, plus he wasn't used to being in the city. 
He had no way of knowing whether it was a good neighborhood or a bad one. Were they in danger? 


His worst fears seemed to be coming to fruition when a young blond man with a sparse mustache appeared 
out of nowhere and body checked Geddy, wrapping his arms around him and lifting him off his feet. Neil moved 
to protect his delicate friend, but rather than screaming for help Geddy yelped, then broke out into a cackle. 
"Lerxst!!!" 

"Hey, Dirk! What are you doing here?" He shook him back and forth a few times, then put him down. 

| couldn't miss movie night!" 

A few more people caught up to them on the sidewalk. There was a short, elfin young guy with dark hair, a 
girl with long, curly brown hair, a strawberry-blond boy and girl who looked like brother and sister, and 
another girl with a long braid running down her back. The elf looked Geddy up and down with a sneer on his lips. 
"Weinrib. Just couldn't stay away, huh?" 

Geddy beamed. "Nope. | missed you guys too much!" 


The blond boy clapped Geddy on the back. "Man, its so good to see you. Hey, who's your friend?" 


Geddy looked at Neil, startled, as if he'd just remembered he was there. "Oh! This is my friend, Neil. He gave 


me a ride." 


The blond stuck out his hand. "I'm Alex. Thanks, man. I'd hate it if he missed this.. You know how he is about 


movies!" 


Neil chuckled. Actually, he really didn't know. They hadn't talked much about movies. Alex nodded to the rest of 
the entourage. “This is John, Lindy and Nancy, Charlene, and Beth." 


"Charmed." 
"So, Ged, how's life in the sticks? You get bitten by a werecow?" 


Geddy giggled. "No, no werecows yet.. The tumbleweeds blowing down Main Street chase them away." 


Neil didn't say anything, just stood there and listened to them abuse his hometown He didn't think this Alex 
guy was so funny after all. He didn't think any of them were anything special. Lindy and Nancy (the redheads) 


were just quiet and boring, Charlene (short, with long curly brown hair) was loud and a little brassy, and Beth 
(the braid) looked like she had sucked on a lemon for a few hours before she went out. And John? He seemed 
to be a bit of a jerk. Any time Geddy said anything, John had a cutting remark in response. Neil didn't get why 
Geddy would want to waste his time with any of them. He was grateful when it was actually time to go into 


the theatre. 


As the group shuffled into the theatre, it became very clear that they weren't all going to be sitting together. 
Since it was the opening night for the movie, the theatre was packed, and there weren't eight seats in a row. 


Neil tensed. Who would he end up sitting with? Geddy certainly didn't seem to care about him. 
He was surprised when he felt a cool hand on his forearm. 


"Here, Neil, Alex found us a seat” Geddy let go of his arm, which inexplicably tingled where his fingers had 
touched his skin. Neil excused himself and tripped over numerous pairs of feet on the way to three empty 
seats wedged into the middle of the row. The three boys settled into the sticky, worn seats. Geddy burrowed 
down into his like a small, furry creature getting ready to hibernate, his knees drawn up to his chest. Neil 


smiled. It was really kind of adorable, though why, he couldn't say. 


A few moments later, the film started. It was pretty good. There was a lot of interesting stuff in there about 
freedom, not to mention some cool motorcycles. Neil could see himself doing that -- jumping on a bike and 
taking off across the country. Of course, he didn't have a motorcycle. Or money to buy one. And his mom 


wouldn't probably be too keen on him doing something so risky. Maybe some day, though. 


He stole a look at Geddy to see how he was enjoying the movie. The flickering from the screen illuminated him 
in a silvery light, emphasizing the contrast between the pale clarity of his skin and the ebony sheen of his hair. 
He was lost in the movie, lost in concentration, and he chewed unconsciously on his thumbnail. Neil felt that 


funny feeling in his stomach again, accompanied by something new, a tingling stirring below his waist. 


Oh, God, no no no, he thought, and quickly looked away. There was no way he was feeling like he thought he was 
feeling. It didn't make any sense. He didn’t feel that way about boys. He resolved not to so much as glance at 
Geddy until the movie had ended. 


That resolve lasted all of IO minutes, then the urge to look over at him began to itch at his brain. Just test it 
out. Maybe it was a fluke. Maybe you won't feel. those things.. again He squirmed in his seat, then gave in He 
looked back at Geddy. 


Fuck. There it was again. That breathless sensation. That warmth in his chest. He felt a flush rising up his 
body. Fuck. What was he going to do? His racing mind settled on an answer. There was no way around it. He had 
to never see Geddy again. It was the only possible solution. 


He forced his attention back to the screen It was going to hurt like hell, but on the way home, he'd tell him 
that they had to part ways. He would try to find a way to say it without making Geddy feel too sad, but it 
had to be done one way or the other. 


He barely noticed the rest of the movie, between rehearsing how he was going to break up with the best 
friend he had and fighting off the shivers that went shooting through his body every time Geddy's arm 
brushed his. He hoped his resolve would hold, even as he pleaded with himself not to do it. He wasn't used to 


this kind of inner turmoil. 


When the film ended and the lights came up, he stood and wandered from the theatre like a zombie. He found 
that he was exquisitely conscious of Geddy's presence behind him, the animal warmth of his body and the 
feather-light sound of his voice as he and Alex excitedly repeated their favorite lines from the movie. He 
stood still and stone-silent as the little group congregated on the sidewalk, all talking at the same time and 
jockeying for attention. He couldn't take it. 


"Geddy, we have to go. 

Geddy turned to him, surprised. "Really, Neil? Cant we stay and go out for coffee with the gang” 

Neil pursed his lips. "No. It's gonna be after three am. when we get home anyway. We have to leave right now.” 
Geddy looked crestfallen, but nodded. "Okay. | guess I'll see you guys soon’ 

Alex smiled reassuringly and patted Geddy on the back "Maybe sooner than you think! It's supposed to be a 
surprise, but your Mom's planning on going down to St. Catherines for your birthday, and she asked me if | 


wanted to gol I'll see you in like two weeks." 


Geddy brightened considerably, and Neil felt a gut-churning twist of jealousy, which he tried to ignore. Good, he 
lied to himself. Maybe Geddy won't take it so hard when I fell him | cant hang around with hm any more. 


Geddy shook hands the whole way around, then Neil nodded and they went back to the car. Neil started the 
ignition and they began to make their way out of the city as Geddy slumped in his seat and stared out the 
window. He didn't make a sound as the lights of the city grew more and more intermittent, until they were 
alone in the dark on the open road. After a while, the silence began to get to Neil. If this were going to be the 
last time he'd ever speak to Geddy, he might as well make the most of it. 


"Hey, Ged?" 


Geddy turned his face toward him, and in the lights of the dashboard, Neil could see twin tear tracks shining 
down his cheeks. Geddy shamefacedly wiped them away. "Yeah?" His voice was muffled and wavery, even 


though Neil could tell he was trying to be strong. 
"What's wrong, Ged?" 


‘Oh, its just." He took a deep breath. "It's just that maybe coming up here was a mistake. I'm as homesick as | 


ever was, and now you're mad at me and you hate me." 


"God, Geddy, why would you think I'm mad?" 


"You're acting so weird! You've barely said a word since we left the theatre. I'm sorry if my friends made you 


angry. They can be annoying, but they're all | have." 


Neil smiled gently. "They didn't make me mad, Ged, | promise. And | promise | don't hate you. | -- | don't think | 


could even if | wanted to. And anyway, they're not all you have. You have me." 
"Really?" 
"Yeah, really." 


Geddy sniffled and nodded, then curled back up in his seat. Neil shook his head a little. Well, that went according 
fo plan, didn’t it? he thought, ruefully. Maybe he could try later, if he could get up the nerve and could figure 
out a way to do it gently. 


He ruminated in silence as he pondered his situation, but his thoughts were distracted by a gentle snoring 
coming from the passenger seat. He glanced over as best as he could, and saw something that made his heart 
skip a beat -- Geddy snuggled down into himself, arms curled around his chest, fast asleep. He craved the 
sight, needed to drink it in He saw his chance when he passed by a rest area. 


He pulled into the deserted parking lot, right underneath a streetlamp, and tenderly regarded his sleeping friend. 
Even in the unflattering yellow light, Neil thought he looked incredibly beautiful. He reached out a trembling 
hand and ever-so-lightly stroked his hair. Geddy didn't wake, just murmured something incomprehensible and 
shifted a bit. Neil understood then that separation wouldn't work He didn't dare dream that Geddy might 
reciprocate his feelings, but if he could keep them clamped down inside himself, he could still enjoy the time 


they had left. 

The gleam of the streetlight on his watch caught his eye, and Neil realized that he needed to hit the road. 
They were going to be getting home late. He took one last longing look at Geddy, then turned back onto the 
highway. 


Geddy slept the whole way home, making quiet little purring sounds and tiny gasps that made Neil's heart 
flutter. He only awakened when Neil turned onto Vine Street and gently shook his shoulder. 


"Geddy, hey, Geddy.” 
"Mmmph?" 


"We're home. Let me drive you to your Aunt and Uncle's house, please? Its dark and | don't feel all right about 


having you walk the rest of the way.’ 


Geddy considered the offer sleepily. "Okay, sure. Take a right onto Densgrove." Neil took the turn and puttered 
down a pleasant residential street, stopping in front of a white colonial with a neat front lawn and no decorative 
touches of any sort. Geddy stretched and smiled, then opened the car door. He got out and started to shut 
the door, but Neil stopped him. 


"Hey, Geddy, your birthday's coming up?" 
Geddy poked his head back in. "Yeah! It's the 24th. And Alex is coming to visit! Isn't that great?" 
"Yeah, great." 


Geddy gave him one final beaming smile, then carefully shut the car door and dashed up the walk and around 


to the back of the house. Neil watched him go and felt as if his heart might burst. 


Chapter Five 


Neil pulled into the parking space outside St. Catherine's sole bookstore, then killed the ignition and sat in the 
driver's seat as he wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans and tried to calm his wildly-beating heart. It was 
ridiculous. He'd been to the store literally hundreds of times, ever since he'd first learned to read, practically. 
It was one of his favorite places in town, one of his safe places to go when the rest of the world was getting 


him down. So there was no reason to be nervous. 
No reason other than he was picking out a birthday present for him 


Geddy. The delight and torment of his existence. Ever since the night of the road trip, the night when he'd 
discovered that his feelings went beyond fondness and friendship, he'd not had a moment's peace. Every waking 
hour spent apart from him was spent thinking about him, and his nights were filled with dreams and fantasies 


that caused his cheeks to burn red in the harsh light of day. 


Of course he hadn't told him how he felt. That was right out. Instead, he fought to keep his emotions in check 
when they were together. He hoped he'd been successful. 


On the other hand, Neil wasn't sure that Geddy would have noticed had he stood on a soapbox and screamed ‘| 
love you" while clanging a pair of cymbals and blowing a trumpet with his ass. Since they'd gotten back from 
Toronto, it seemed that Geddy'd been able to talk about one thing, and one thing only -- his upcoming birthday 


visit from Alex. 


Just thinking that name made Neil frown and his hands form into tightly-clenched fists of tension. He wasn't a 
violent guy, but he had to admit to himself that if that stupid blond head were to enter his field of vision, he'd 
have a hard time not punching it. Sure, it made him tingle all over to see how happy Geddy had been, but he 
couldn't help wishing that he were the cause of his happiness, not some corny jerk from the city. 


And happy he'd certainly been. Overnight, the quiet, almost morose young man he'd come to know (and love) 
had been transformed, replaced by someone with a wide, infectious smile, a seemingly endless supply of groan- 
inducing puns, and a startlingly lovely, pure singing voice that soared along with the radio as Neil drove him 


home. Neil had fallen for shy, sad Geddy, but joyful Geddy had captured his heart utterly. 


So all of that added up to why he was sitting in his sweltering car, stewing. It was Geday's birthday, and he 
had to get him a present. Something special, not something obviously romantic, of course, but special enough 
to make Geddy forget about stupid old Alex for a second, and maybe, just maybe, to decide that Neil was the 
better friend. 


He'd been agonizing over the question of what to get him ever since the road trip. At first he thought about 
getting him a copy of "Tommy." It had only come out a few months before, and Neil thought it was brilliant. He 
brought it up casually in conversation, to find out if Geddy had it already. It turned out that he didn't, but his 


aunt and uncle didn't have a record player and didn't allow him to listen to popular music in the house. That 


was the end of that. Neil wanted to get him something that he could enjoy right away, not something that 


would just remind him of how unhappy he was to be away from home. 


After that, he was out of ideas. He briefly considered getting him something he could wear, like a t-shirt or 
something, and a flare of heat had coursed through him as he pictured his dearest companion bare-chested. 
That had made him decide that no, that was a horrible idea It was too personal. He might get turned-on when 
he gave it to him. He might not be able to keep his secret. 


Frustrated, he'd banged away at the problem with no luck. Then, the week before, he'd been poking around the 
bookstore, and he'd seen his answer. Mr. Cardwell, the owner, was keeping it behind the counter, as he did with 


all the valuable stuff he didn't want to get stolen or ruined by some customer with grimy hands. 


It was a copy of The Hobbit, but it wasn't just any copy. It was a special edition, bound in leather with gold leaf 
on the cover and on the edges of the pages. When Mr. Cardwell had handed it over for inspection, he opened it 
with trembling hands and saw that it was lavishly illustrated, in color. It even smelled special. It was the most 
beautiful book Neil had ever seen, and it was perfect for the most beautiful boy he'd ever met. 


Then he asked the price, and he'd had to leave empty-handed. Ten dollars. God. That was more money than he 
made in a week. Sure, he would get paid on Friday, but half of the money had to go to his dad for his loan, and 
then half of what was left went right into the bank, into his savings account. That didn't leave much. 


The savings account. He had more than enough in there, for sure. It wouldn't even be that hard to withdraw it 
-- his parents trusted him, and had signed a form for the bank saying that he had their permission to do his 
banking without their approval, even though he was still a minor. But that money was supposed to be for 
college. He knew that they wouldn't understand why he had to buy such an extravagant gift for a new friend 
they hadn't even met. So he couldn't do that, not in good conscience. He'd resigned himself to having to get 
Geddy something cheaper. 


All week long he'd pondered what to do, but the book kept poking at him. God, it was so completely perfect! 
Why did it have to cost so much? He could picture the look on Geddy's face as he unwrapped it, how 
impressed he'd be. He'd turn it over in his hands, carefully, then he'd give Neil that beautiful, dazzling smile of 
his. Then Neil could die happy. 


His already weak resolve had crumbled the night before. They'd been hanging out at the booth, and Geddy had 
been, well, giddy. Neil couldn't help but grin as he watched him dance around to the carousel music and try to 
juggle some of the bubbles. 


"You're certainly cheerful tonight." 


Geddy did a little tap-dance. "Yeah! | talked to my mom, and she's going to bring my bass with her! If Alex 


brings his guitar, maybe we can jam! | miss playing so much..” 


"So Alex is definitely coming down, then?" 


"Well, | couldn't exactly ask her about it, right? It's supposed to be a surprise. But why wouldn't he be? He's 
my best friend, after all." 


Neil cringed. There it was again. If Alex was such an awesome friend, why didn't he ever write or call? Who 
had been there for Geddy all summer long? He swallowed his irritation and resisted the urge to say something 


caustic. 
"Say, uh, Geddy, I'd like to jam with you sometime." 


Geddy shrugged. "I suppose we could, but bass and drums? That won't sound like much, not without a guitar. 
Have | told you how great Alex and John sound? John's such a good drummer. Boy, | can't wait to get home. | 
hope they ask me to play in their band!" 


Urgh. Alex, Alex, Alex. And John. Neil liked John even less than he liked Alex. And he bet that he was a better 


drummer, anyway. 
"Yeah, you did." 


‘Of course, John's so cool, | don't think he'd ever probably notice me if | weren't friends with Alex. I'm lucky to 


be able to hang out with them." 
"| don't know, Ged, | think you're pretty cool." 


"Aw, thanks, Neil. No offense, though, things are a little bit different up in the city. Up there, I'm nothing 
special." He blushed a little and hid behind his hair, and Neil felt his heart grow so big it hurt. 


You'll always be special to me, no matter where you are, thought Neil. And at that moment, he knew that ten 
dollars was a small amount to sacrifice for him, even if his parents were disappointed or angry when they 
found out he spent the money. 


Even though he was set on buying the book for Geddy, he was still very tense about the whole thing. As he 
waited in line at the bank, his head kept swiveling, praying he wouldn't see anyone he knew. He was so jumpy, it 
was amazing that no one mistook him for a bank robber. He made it up to the front of the line, and was called 
over to the next teller, Mrs. McCormack. Crap. She was friends with his mother. Hopefully, she wouldn't think 
his transaction notable enough to mention it to her over coffee. 

"Why hello, Neill My, you're getting tall." 

"Thanks, Mrs. McCormack." 


"How is your mother?" 


"She's just fine." 

"Tell her to give me a call, perhaps we can go to the market together." 
"Yes, ma'am." 

"Now, how can | help you today? Here to make a deposit, | suppose." 


"Uh, no, no," he said, nervously. "I, uh, need to make a withdrawal." With shaking hands, he pushed the 


withdrawal strip toward her. 


"Oh?" She took a look at the slip, then raised a plucked eyebrow. "Neil, this is quite a substantial amount. | don't 
know if | feel comfortable giving it to you without checking with your parents first." 


"Oh, no, don't do that!" She looked at him, startled. "It's, uh, for a present -- for them! For their anniversary..." 
Mrs. McCormack looked at him and smiled. "Aw, well, then, all right. | wouldn't want to spoil the surprise!" 

Neil almost collapsed with relief. Hopefully, she wouldn't think to ask his mother about the present later. If she 
did, he'd have to cross that bridge when he came to it. He took the money and hustled out of the bank before 
anything else could happen, then drove across town to Inkwell Books. 

He took a deep breath and climbed out of the car. He still couldn't believe he was doing this, but, well, anything 
for Geddy. His knees shook as he entered the store. Mr. Cardwell nodded at him by way of a greeting, then 
turned his attention back to the volume of Dickens he'd been perusing. He looked back up when Neil stayed 
standing at the counter rather than continuing back to the used sci-fi paperbacks as he usually did. 

"Yes? Can | help you with something, Neil?" 


"Do you still have that copy of The Hobbi? You know, the one | looked at the other day?" 


‘| sure do! Who is going to pay that kind of money for a stupid fairy-tale book? | really shouldn't have stocked 
it, 'm probably going to have it until | retire.” 


"Well, uh, | think -- | think I'd like to buy it, please, sir.” 
Mr. Cardwell eyed him suspiciously. "The price is non-negotiable." 
"That's okay." Neil pulled his wallet from his pocket and withdrew the ten dollar note. "| have the money." 


The bookstore proprietor shook his head. "All right, then, if you want to waste your money, | suppose that's 


your own problem. Though you could buy a lot of real literature for the same price.” 


"That's okay, it's for a friend" 


"Better be some friend. All right, here you go." He reached under the counter and handed the volume to Neil, 
then took the ten dollars from him and put it in the till. “Anything else today? | got a bunch of Ray Bradbury 


paperbacks from some guy who got born-again" 
"No, not today. Thanks, Mr. Cardwell.” 


"No problem. You know what they say about a fool and his money." He grunted, then waved vaguely at Neil and 
went back to The Pickwick Papers 


Neil came home to an empty house and dug out some white tissue paper and tape from his mother's gift 
wrap stash, then wrapped the book as best as he could and hid it in his underwear drawer. He didn't want his 
mom or dad to find it and ask him about it. Then he went downstairs and tried to distract himself with some 
television He'd planned on giving Geddy the book the next day, when he'd be at work and Ged would probably 
come to visit. He'd never been over to Geddy's aunt and uncle's house, and even if he felt comfortable inviting 
himself over, he didn't think he could stand seeing Geddy gush all over Alex. But still, an itching part of him 
wanted to give Geddy the book that day. 


He didn't even have work to distract him, because for some reason Mr. Petersen had given him the night off. 
If Geddy hadn't had company, they could have hung out. But instead, Neil was stuck sitting in his house, alone, 


knees jiggling with nervous energy. 


A bit later, his mother and his sister came home from their shopping excursion and his father came home 


from work, and they all sat down to dinner. 
"Neil Ellwood Peart, are you even paying attention to what I'm saying?" 

Neil looked up from his mashed potatoes. "Huh?" 

His mother clucked, exasperated. ‘I asked you if you were going to were going to be home tonight 
"Oh, uh, no, | thought | might go out, if that's okay’ 

‘| suppose, unless Father needs you to do something” 


"No, Mother, | think that Neil's earned a night off" His father took a moment to chew his meatloaf. "Just don't 


be out too late. | want you to mow the lawn tomorrow." 
"Yes, sir" 


Then his sister started chattering happily to their father about the new dress her mother had bought her 
for an upcoming birthday party, and their attention thankfully turned from him. Neil bolted the rest of his 


meal, then stood. 

"May | be excused?" 

"Only after you help your mother clear the table.” 

Neil gritted his teeth and assented. After what seemed like forever, his family finished eating and the table 
was cleared in record speed, then Neil's mom set him free. He ran up the stairs and grabbed the book, then 
hopped into his car. 

What to do, what to do? He still wasn't sure that dropping in on Geddy unannounced was such a great idea. He 
couldn't make up his mind, so he drove around town. It was nearly ten pm. when he found himself parked 
outside of the house where Geddy was staying. 

All the lights in the house appeared to be off, and Neil remembered that Geddy told him his aunt and uncle 
went to bed really early. Well, that answered that question. He couldn't go knocking on the door, waking 
everyone up. That would be rude. He was about to put the car in drive and take off, when he spied a familiar 


figure in the rearview mirror. 


It was Geddy, dejectedly trudging down the street. Neil felt his heart sing as he jumped out of the car. Geddy 


looked up at him, miserably. 

"Neil? What are you doing here?" 

"| was just about to ask you the same question!" 

| went down to the park to see you, but you weren't there." 

"Yeah, | had tonight off. I'm sorry, | thought | told you. Hey, happy birthday! Did you have a good time?" 
Geddy bit his lip and looked down at his feet. "It was, uh.. Can we go somewhere and talk?" 

"Sure, get in the car." Neil opened the passenger door and held it open, and Geddy slid inside, hugging his knees 
to his chest. Neil got into the driver's side seat and started the engine. He didn't feel secure sitting in a parked 
car outside of Geddy's family's house, so he put the car into drive and drove to the parking lot of a nearby 
school. He parked and turned to Geddy, who hadn't said a word. 

"So, what's up?" 


"He didn't come down. Apparently he had more important things to do than to hang out with me." 


‘I'm sure that's not true. Did you ask your mom why he didn't come with her?" 


"How could |? | wasn't supposed to know anything about it. All | know is that it was just my mom, and my 
brother and my sister." 


"Well, then, you don't know why he wasn't there." Geddy shrugged and stared out the window. "Did you have a 
good time with your family, anyway?" 


"No. My mom and | got into a fight as almost as soon as she got in the house, and she said that I'd better 
learn how to stay straight and fly right, or maybe she'd have me stay down here until | graduate." 


Neil tried not to show how happy that prospect made him. "I'm sure she didn't mean it” 


"| don't know. And then she gives me this stupid green sweater for my birthday, and we have to eat my aunt's 
gross cooking, she's all kissing up to them because she knows they think she doesn't raise us right" 


"Wow, that stinks. Did you at least get your bass?" 
"Yeah, but my uncle said | can't play it in the house, so that does me no good" 
"You can play it over at my house, Ged" 


“Thanks, that would be.. nice. And then," he took a deep, shaky breath, "and then | snuck out to go see you, and 


you weren't there. That awful Petersen creep was running the booth." 
"Like | said, l'm sorry about that. | figured you'd be busy with your family and Alex." 
"Meh. It's okay. It's just one other shitty thing in a day full of shitty things." 


Neil wanted so badly to touch him that his fingers ached. Instead, though, he pulled the wrapped present from 
the backseat and handed it to Geddy. 


"Here, | got this for you. It probably won't make up for today, but.. here." 
Geddy took the present from Neil, with an inquisitive look on his face. He carefully slit open the tissue paper 
along the seam and unwrapped the book, folding the paper and setting it on the seat beside him. Neil turned on 


the dome light so that he could see better. 


One look at Geddy's face, and Neil knew that the expense had been worth it. His lips were slightly parted and 
his eyes were wide as he turned the book over in his hands, fingertips stroking the pebbled leather. 


‘Ohhh, Neil, you shouldn't have." 


"| wanted To. | saw it, and it, it reminded me of you." 


Geddy opened the book and paged through it, stopping to admire the full-color illustrations. After a while, he 
turned to Neil, eyes shining. 


Is beautiful. Thank you." 

His voice was breathless, and as he tipped his face up to his, Neil was suddenly aware of how very close he 
was. The blood thundered in his ears, and, working on instinct for the first time in his life, he found himself 
leaning in towards him until their noses touched. Then, almost in a trance, he touched his lips lightly to Geddy's. 


Immediately thereafter, he realized what he was doing and slunk back against the door, horrified. 


‘Oh my God, Geddy, I'm so sorry, I'm so so sorry, | didn't mean --" His apologies were cut short by Geddy's 


sudden weight around his neck as he flew to embrace him and press his mouth to his in a crushing kiss. 


